Intratumour amount of sex steroids in elderly breast cancer patients. An approach to the biological characterization of mammary tumours in the elderly.
Interest in breast cancer in elderly women is growing as a result of the high frequency of cancer in older age groups. We measured tumour concentrations and circulating levels of testosterone, dihydrotestosterone (DHT) and oestradiol in 50 postmenopausal patients: 26 younger than 70 yr (median, 61.5, range 50-69) and 24 older than 70 yr (median, 74.5, range 70-82). Hormones were measured by radioimmunoassay (RIA) after extraction and separation on celite column chromatography. Intratumour levels of the three steroids were lower in the older than in the younger patients, but the difference was statistically significant only for DHT (P= 0.0126). The decrease in the tumour concentrations of testosterone and DHT in the older group was associated with a slight increase in circulating levels, yielding as final result a statistically significant decrease of the tissue/plasma (T/P) ratio of these hormones. No significant difference was observed between groups for oestradiol levels. The blood levels of testosterone, DHT and oestradiol were significantly correlated in the older group, but not in the younger group. In contrast, the tumour amounts of testosterone and DHT were found to be significantly associated only in the < 70 yr group. We concluded that the hormonal environment in which breast cancer develops is different in younger and older postmenopausal patients, and that the difference mainly concerns the intratumour amounts of androgens, suggesting that the steroids concur in the growth regulation of mammary tumours.